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Chapter 1 – Another Day in Paradise
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Once upon a...no, that’s been done. A long time ago in a galaxy far...no, that’s been done and is wrong for this story. In the not too distant future...no, that’s been done, too. I feel this needs a good opening line. Okay, try this – in an entirely plausible but not necessarily accurate future...
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He was not entirely awake. But sleep was departing, and he was becoming increasingly aware of his surroundings.

Jay took a deep breath in through his nose and opened his eyes. The bed was warm, and though they weren’t touching, he could sense his wife, Char, still asleep beside him.

Jay arose, careful not to disturb her. The room was dim but not dark anymore, the grey color of the walls clear in the limited light.

He moved towards the shelf on the wall opposite the bed and grabbed comfy pants, boxers, and a t-shirt. After Jay was dressed, he moved towards the window.

He tapped the key beside the window to open the digital “shades”. As they cleared, he could see the world outside. But it wasn’t a world outside. It was stars. And it wasn’t stars, exactly, but the blurred lines of stars, as if they were passing by at incredible speed. Which they were, since they were in hyperspace.

It wasn’t a window; it was, instead, a viewport. This viewport was one of several that looked out from the interior of his home. A home that was not an apartment or other building, but a starship. His starship. Well, of course, he and his wife’s starship.

They’d named the ship Audacia because it sounded cooler than calling it Audacity. They had both agreed it would have been a little too on the nose, and obvious who it was about, to have named the ship Chutzpah.

He never tired of the view outside this viewport. It didn’t matter if it was sky, stars, a world, or the streaks of hyperspace. Jay was living the dream, exploring space and traveling from planet to planet, system to system, every day new and different.

He heard his wife stirring and getting out of bed.

“Good morning,” Jay said, not turning around.

Char came up behind him and placed her arms around him, her chin on his shoulder. “Morning.”

“How’d you sleep?”

“Eh, the usual,” she replied. 

“So, not enough sleep, then?”

“Of course not,” Char said. Playfully, she bit his shoulder. “I’m getting in the shower.”

“I’ll go get coffee started,” Jay said.

“Yes, you will,” she replied, stepping away. “Or else, I swear to all you hold dear, I will totally divorce you, Jason Baylin.”

“Yes, dear,” he said with a smirk.

“Was that a derisive ‘yes dear’ I just heard?”

“Of course not, dear,” he said without missing a beat.

“You’re so weird,” she said.

“If I wasn’t weird, you wouldn’t love me, Charlotte Danella.”

“Maybe,” she said. Then she entered the lavatory and the door slid shut behind her.

Chuckling, Jay left the bedroom and headed for the galley.

He walked through the passageway. The Audacia had three decks that stretched across two-thirds of the ship from the fore. The lower deck was the main hold for cargo. The mid-deck was where the cockpit, passenger accommodations, and storage were located, as well as the secondary but larger galley. The upper deck was Jay and Char’s home, which included their personal galley, a lounge, their stateroom, and Char’s office suite.

The final third of the ship, to the aft end, was engineering. The engines, generators, and majority of the ship’s power systems were there. Only Jay and Char had access.

Well, not just Jay and Char. Quinn had access, too.

As Jay entered the galley and started the coffee maker – he always prepped it the night before – he used the internal ‘cator to contact the cockpit.

“I guess you’re awake, then?” said Quinn in his masculine but neutral voice. As always, the sarcasm was obvious to Jay, despite little to no true vocal inflection.

That was by design. Because Quinn was a robot.

Specifically, Quinn was an Androtronics Labs AI-R Model Q-Y-N N5115J robot. Like all human-built robots, he had a limited AI personality, but he’d chosen to call himself Quinn of his own accord.

Nearly every sentient race in the galaxy had had experiences with artificial intelligence in one form or another along the way. (But we’ll get into that later).

“Yes,” Jay replied via the ‘cator. “Everything okay up there? The ship flying okay?”

“Of course,” Quinn replied. “We’re currently in hyperspace, so the autopilot is doing the actual flying. But, yes, the ship is operating satisfactorily.”

Jay grinned. Quinn had developed snark and sarcasm over the time he’d been with Jay, Char, and the Audacia. Some people, Jay knew, would have reset their robot’s personality if they showed this degree of snark. But Jay appreciated the personal touch that if gave Quinn.

“We did receive a call on the ‘cator,” Quinn volunteered. “Your mother.”

Jay sighed. “When?”

“Three hours and a day ago, ship’s time,” said Quinn. “You asked me to remind you of that this morning.”

“Yeah, I did,” agreed Jay. “Thank you, Quinn.”

The robot didn’t acknowledge but ended the connection.

Jay saw that the coffee maker had produced a sufficient amount of brew for him to interrupt and pour himself a mug. Jay took his coffee and headed into the lounge.

As he entered the lounge, the pair of spacecats merped at him.

“The autofeeder should have dispensed your breakfast, ladies,” Jay said to the spacecats.

Only humans called these creatures spacecats. Their more scientific name – at least among humankind - was herpestelines.

Most called them spacecats because they were small, furry creatures that were very much like a cross between a mongoose and a cat. Like cats, they tended to be very, very smart. In fact, some of the chitters and merps they emitted were in a language that could be translated to human language. But only when they chose to be understood. Like both cats and mongooses, the spacecats were coy and shrewd creatures.

They were often found as companions on space vessels because not only were they pleasant, furry colleagues, but they hunted and ate rodents, bugs, and other unwanted nuisances. The current sounds they were emitting were not something Jay could translate.

“Char will be here soon, Cosima and Thalia,” Jay told the spacecats. He set his coffee down and sat in his favorite spot. Thalia jumped up beside him, rubbing her head against his hand and making a chirp Jay was pretty sure said, “Come on, thumb monkey, make with the scritches. Pet me pet me pet me pet me already.”

As Jay absently scratched Thalia’s ears, he picked up a tablet. He checked the current ship’s time against local time on the planet where his mother lived. Being late afternoon on the planet Magoonay, he activated the tab‘cator to call her.

Despite the incredible light-years of distance, only a few moments passed before the connection was made. “Hello, dear,” Jay’s mother’s voice transmitted from the tablet.

“Hi, Mom,” Jay said.

“It’s so nice to hear from you,” his mother said. “Have you and Charlotte been keeping busy?”

“Always,” Jay replied. “Places to go, people to see.”

“So you’re too busy to call your mom?”

Jay fought himself not to sigh. “You forget, Mom, that ship time isn’t local time.”

“You expect I should be able to keep track of that?” his mother asked.

“It’s not that hard,” Jay pressed. “Unless we’re stopped somewhere for more than a day, we’re always on ship time.”

“I can hardly be expected to constantly remember the difference between where I am and where you and Charlotte are.”

Now Jay did sigh. “Mom, it’s simply a matter of checking Consistent Galactic Timecode. It never changes, and all you need to do before calling is have your Alexiri household AI check Magoonay local against CGT. Then you’ll know before ‘catoring us if it’s the middle of the ‘night’ here.”

“Is it too much to ask that you settle down on one world?” Jay’s mother questioned. “How can you be happy when you’re not using your full potential? You could have been a doctor, a lawyer, a respected businessman, or had some other well-paid position, rather than flitting about who-knows-where, carting random people and cargo like a glorified ‘space trucker’.”

Char walked into the lounge with her coffee during his mother’s rant. He watched as she rolled her eyes and had to mute the ‘cator so his mother didn’t hear his chuckle. Still, Jay felt his mother might have been able to hear Char’s eye-roll itself.

Jay unmuted the ‘cator. “I’m not having this conversation with you again, Mom. Char and I chose this life because we get to see the galaxy, meet people from different races, and visit worlds we’d have to pay a fortune to vacation on otherwise. I’m happy, Char’s happy, and I would really appreciate it if you could be happy for us, too.”

“You know I only want what’s best for you, Jason,” his mother said. 

“I’m a fifty-year-old man, Mom. I’ve got it worked out. Anyhow, unless there’s something more, I gotta go.”

“No, dear, I just wanted to check in. Love to Charlotte. Love you.”

“Love you too, Mom,” Jay said. “Bye.”

The ‘cator disconnected.

“That’s thirty,” said Char.

“Times my mom has brought up any other career I could be doing that’s not this?”

“Yup.”

Jay chuckled. “Probably.”

“You think it’s fewer?”

“No. More likely, it’s more.”

Now Char laughed.

“What’s on your agenda today?” Jay asked.

Char checked the watch’cator on her wrist. “I have a meeting in an hour with the girls.”

The ‘girls’ were Char’s business partners. “Big stuff?”

“Not today,” Char said. “But there are some really cool gigs coming down the pike. Mariska is excited.”

“Sounds good,” Jay said. He looked at the time on the tablet. “Looks like we shift out of hyperspace in about two hours.” He took the tablet and checked it against CGT ship time. “We’re arriving early afternoon, local time.”

“So we can do some exploring today, once the cargo is offloaded?” Char asked.

“I think that would be a most excellent plan,” Jay replied.

Char stepped towards him and placed a kiss on Jay’s lips. “Love you.”

“Love you, too,” he said.

Char departed the lounge, heading for her office suite.

Jay arose. It was time for him to head to the cockpit, check on Quinn, and prep the ship to shift back to real space.

Jay looked around the cabin. His mother could cajole him and second-guess his choices all she wanted. This was the life for Jay.  

Another day in paradise, he thought. That put a grin on his face as he entered the passageway to take the ladder to the mid-deck.
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Chapter 2 – Somewhere New and Different
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The cockpit of the Audacia wasn’t very complex. But Jay loved every part of his ship.

At the front, there were six connected viewports that looked out into space. At the center, a wide port gave an unrestricted view ahead of the ship. Above it, separated by a metal strut, another port stretched up to just behind the head of the pilot and co-pilot, giving them an unobstructed view directly above the fore of the ship. Two ports to each side, separated by metal struts, created the bubble and broad visibility that made the cockpit feel open and airy.

Screens hung down from the struts between the overhead viewport and side viewports. They displayed various readings from sensors, ‘cator transmissions, and other ships’ data.

Below the main, central viewport, there were more displays, showing navigational course, speed, and more important information for flying the ship. There were touch screens below these, with various controls for ship systems.

The control yokes were before these screens, along with several levers, toggles, and physical buttons and switches. The pilot sat in the left seat, the co-pilot in the right. The leather-covered chairs were comfortable and attractive, featuring active restraints as well as passive systems to cushion against rapid maneuvering or atmospheric turbulence.

There were two more seats behind the pilot and co-pilot, which could swivel to address the displays and touchscreens below the side viewports, allowing for a range of ship system control, cargo monitoring, ‘cators, and more.

Jay was in the pilot’s seat on the left, guiding the Audacia on its prescribed course – shown on the display before him below the viewport – as they descended through the atmosphere.

To his right was Quinn. The robot had a somewhat humanoid body, including arms and legs. His metallic “skin” was a dark grey, more like a blued metal. But his torso had a more pronounced V shape than most humanoids, ending in broad shoulders. Like most robots manufactured by humans, he had no head.

There was the start of a faux ‘neck’ at the flat top of the V, but it was only two or three centimeters above the rest. A small group of antennae arose from the faux neck.

Quinn’s “face”, as it was, was situated below the faux neck. It consisted of two slightly glowing, golden “eyes”, a slight triangle barely sticking out where the nose would be, and an open square for verbal communication.

It wasn’t like Quinn needed a head. He spent most of his time in the cockpit, and while he sat in the co-pilot’s seat, he was connected both wirelessly and physically to Audacia and its various systems. Thus, he could “see” everything.

Jay could not remember why androids manufactured by most humanoid races had no heads. He seemed to recall it had something to do with making them stand out more when beside any humanoid. Their AI was limited by law, and they were all programmed with job-specific functions, some related secondary functions, and a desire to perform them. 

Most people Jay met who worked with robots preferred them to have minimal personalities. Some even preferred their robots to have no chosen gender identity. Jay felt he understood that, but he disagreed with it. It probably also connected to why most humanoid robots were headless, to make it clear they weren’t technically alive. Quinn had a distinct personality, and Jay appreciated it, and him, thoroughly.

The planet they were about to land on was called Kakumina. One of its most impressive features, visible out the various viewports as they descended, was the mountain peaks. In fact, they were known to be among the most impressive on any world in the galaxy. Kakumina was in a part of space that was unclaimed by any one race. Thus, many occupied the planet.

Jay heard Char enter the cockpit. “I had to come up here for the best view.”

“It’s your ship,” Quinn said. “You can be anywhere on it you want.”

“Good morning to you, too, Quinn,” Char said. Jay could hear the grin.

“Good morning, Charlotte,” the robot replied.

“There,” Jay said, pointing out the front viewport. “Our destination. The whole city is two-thirds of the way up that mountain. Most of the cities on Kakumina are like this. Apparently, the valleys are too densely vegetated for them.”

“Very cool,” said Char.

“We have landing clearance,” said Quinn.

Jay checked the display. “Got it. Thank you, Quinn.”

As they neared the city, other ships could be seen taking off and landing. Several were like Audacia, in that they were medium to large starships for cargo and/or passengers. Some were smaller and sleeker, specialized personal craft of the wealthy or for business usage. The rest were atmospheric craft that traveled between the cities of Kakumina.

The details of the city itself became clear. There were numerous tall buildings of metals and glass, though all paled in comparison to the peak of the mountain and the others around it. The streets were wide, with aircars moving around them. The spaceport was easy to pick out, near the edge of the city furthest from the mountain.

Jay split his attention between the display with their course, the airspeed of the ship, and glancing out the viewport directly. Landing somewhere new for the first time was always fun.

A few beeps indicated that they needed to slow, and soon, forward flight lessened, and the ship stilled at a hover. Jay lowered the ship via various engines and lifts, settling the Audacia on its landing struts on the pad.

Char left the cockpit as Jay and Quinn were running checks and shutting down some systems while switching others to standby. Jay needed to get on the ‘cator to let their contact know they’d arrived and wanted to complete their delivery.
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Two hours later, Jay was standing on the landing pad, the Audacia beside him, the buyer before him.

The products they were delivering were of great use on Kakumina. It was an assortment of climbing gear that employed anti-grav and repulsor tech to safely ascend and descend mountains. Given that this was a key feature around the world, sales and rental of such was lucrative.

They had picked up the gear from the manufacturer and were delivering it to the buyer who had hired them for the job. The manufacturer had been surprised that it was being moved by an independent like Jay. He explained that, normally, larger shippers would deliver to multiple locations on the same world or to several worlds.

Jay was rather sure he understood why he’d been hired. The buyer, a male from a race Jay knew well called rumel, was trying to get one over on him.

Rumel were similar to humans, with two arms and two legs. All of them, male and female, were over two meters tall. The rumel had skin in various shades of medium and dark purple. Their eyes were either light pink, yellow, or a gold/silver blend. Their ears stuck out forward but were otherwise the size of human ears. Rumel hair was naturally in jewel tones.

The customer trying to get one over on Jay had dark purple skin, yellow eyes, and buzz-cut jade hair. 

“Let me get this straight,” said Jay, playing along with what he’d been presented. “What you want to do is pay me in EVILC rather than kukacoin. So, instead of paying 1500 kukacoin, you’ll pay me 1500 EVILC?”

“Yes, exactly,” the buyer replied.

“I see,” said Jay, sounding as if he might go for it. “And how much EVILC are you offering me?”

“Fifteen-hundred rumel chits,” replied the buyer.

Jay acted as if he would take the exchange. “So, via EVILC, we’re doing a one-for-one exchange, right?”

“Absolutely.”

“Great. That sounds great,” said Jay enthusiastically. He changed his tone. “And if I was a complete moron, I’d fall for that.”

“Excuse me?”

“I’m not an idiot just because I’m human,” Jay said. “The reason for EVILC for exchange is to cover variances in space, between worlds. Paying me in rumel chits rather than kukacoin is the equivalent of paying me about ten percent of what was agreed upon. That’s low.”

“Oh.” The buyer was clearly floundering for an excuse. “I, I had no idea that the exchange worked like that. I just thought -”

“You just thought you were dealing with another gullible human, since my ship’s registry is from a central human sector rather than a colony. Seriously, this is the game you want to play with me?”

His buyer’s mouth opened and closed a couple of times as he sought his next excuse.

“Let’s clear a couple of things up here, shall we?” Jay asked. “I don’t know if you’re new, or if you’ve never dealt with humans before, or if you’ve gotten away with this previously, but this kind of bullshit game is not the sort of thing a legit business should do.”

Jay took a step closer to the buyer. Although the rumel male was nearly a half meter taller than Jay, he shied back.

Jay said, “If you plan to continue doing interplanetary business, abusing EVILC to pull one over on your shippers will get you badmouthed across the communal hypermedia and the MESS-work. I seriously doubt you want that.”

“No,” the buyer said. “I’ll pass.”

“And you’ll be paying the agreed upon price, 1500 kukacoin?”

“Yes.”

“Then let’s finish this up and be done,” Jay said. He passed his tablet to the buyer to confirm the exchange.

The rumel appeared to be going over it all with extreme diligence. Jay suspected that he was looking for some other loophole he could try to exploit to shortchange Jay. After a moment, however, he sighed and confirmed the exchange.

Jay took back his tablet. “Good, thank you. You brought what you need to get the cargo out of my hold and go?”

“Yes, I have,” the rumel said.

Jay smiled. “Let’s get to it, then. I really would prefer to be done with this.”

“Please, Captain, accept my...”

Jay held up a hand. “Apology? In as much as we’re finishing this transaction, I will. But if you had any other business you wished to do via me and my ship, you’ll have to take it elsewhere. And that’s my final word on that.”

The rumel nodded, and Jay gestured towards the Audacia.

Ten minutes later, Jay watched the rumel use a handheld gravity-beam to lift and load the pallet onto his vehicle and depart. Jay watched until the hovertruck turned a corner and was away.

“He got under your skin, didn’t he?” asked Char as she stepped up to Jay’s side.

“The classic all-humans-are-idiots-compared-to-us attitude.”

“What did he try?”

“He wanted me to accept, via EVILC, rumel chits,” Jay stated.

Char clicked her tongue. “Wow, that’s bold. Outside of rumel space, they’re practically worthless.”

“You know that, I know that, and so did he,” Jay said, gesturing towards the open docks beyond the Audacia’s. 

“Maybe it’s your height,” teased Char.

Jay rolled his eyes. “Since some rumel still equate height with intelligence? You’d think anyone who’s passed beyond rumel space would have let that idea go.”

Char shrugged. “Who can say? You ever talk about this with your brother-in-law?”

Jay harumphed. “Nope. But you know as well as I do that Exeter is always touchy about this topic.”

Jay’s sister had married a rumel. Exeter was an often-aloof character, and Jay got the distinct impression that for as many ways as he was typical among rumel males, he was also atypical. Essie – Jay’s sister – had often spoken of their intellectual arguments when they’d been dating. Exeter was nearly three-quarters of a meter taller than Essie. However, both of them recognized that Essie was smarter. Jay certainly thought so, for many reasons.

“So,” Char interrupted his thoughts. “I’ve finished all my work today.”

“Really?” Jay said, checking the time on his tablet. “It’s early.”

Char grinned. “Well, I might have shifted a thing or two for later and persuaded Mariska and Calista that the galaxy wouldn’t end if I went offline early.”

“Sweet,” Jay said. “The only thing I have on my agenda is attending a practice.”

“You found a local salle?” Char asked.

“Yes. In this city, even.”

Since college, Jay had taken up the martial art of Atarashi Bojitsu. The art utilized a retractable, energized bo staff. Similar to its namesake from ancient times, the nearly two-meter-long staff was used for the practice of the martial art and was largely non-lethal. To that end, the retractable bo staff could be energized to deliver a stunning blow without excess strength, lessening the chance of killing, 

Unlike blades and guns, the energized retractable bo staff was easier to wield with non-lethal intent. It was also smaller and more innocuous, as it was only nine centimeters long and three centimeters thick when retracted. It was an easy weapon to carry and conceal.

Jay wasn’t a fan of guns, nor the risk to himself or others with blades. However, in his line of work, there were times that being armed was necessary. Jay had used his bo staff more than once to convince someone tough not to take him or Char for granted.

“When’s practice?” Char asked.

“Well after dark,” Jay said. “Given the hour, that means you and I have some time to do some exploring.”

Char smiled. “I was hoping that we could do that.”

“Do you have a few locations in mind?” Jay asked.

“Do kokangdos have tentacles?” Char asked facetiously. “Of course I do.”

Jay returned her smile. “Excellent. Let’s go explore another new world.”
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Chapter 3 - And Now a Word from Our Sponsor
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Hi, there. This is your friendly neighborhood author. This seemed like a perfectly good time to share a few things that I think will make this story that much more enjoyable for you.

Yes, this takes place in the future. How far in the future? I’m not sure, really. I know that some sci-fi authors get deep into the timeline, even going so far as to be specific with a year and what-have-you. To me, though, that’s like memorizing the dates for specific historic events, like the Fall of Rome, Bastille Day, or that famous philosopher’s birthday; you know the one, right? The guy who said the thing about that other thing and is quoted all the time?

Anyhow, when this story takes place in the future isn’t important to the narrative. Suffice it to say it’s a future where humankind has found our way into space.

In case this isn’t already clear: Humanity isn’t alone in space. There are many other races out there. Lots and lots of alien races, really. Surprisingly, most of them are humanoid, much like us. Two arms, two legs, compatible reproductive organs, and the like. It’s almost as if they were made with a similar template.

You mean lazy writing? you might ask. Maybe. But also, given how many prior sci-fi writers have used humanoid aliens, is that really lazy writing? Or is it potentially more fun for you, the reader? Also, how many iterations of brows, noses, ears, and chins does Star Trek use? Still, in the future that we’re exploring with Jay and Char, most of the alien races known to humankind are compatibly designed like humans and can interbreed as such. 

Know that in Jay and Char’s time, this is hotly debated by religious leaders, philosophers, scientists, and self-appointed experts trying to earn a living half and whole-assed. Some speculate that this is tied to the worlds of origin for these races and their similarities. Maybe, somehow, the “humanoid” form is the ideal sentient, interplanetary traveling form. 

In this future, surrounded by numerous other races with different ideals, morals, and the like, humans have changed and evolved. Also, they haven’t. Oh, sure, humans have learned all sorts of new tricks and let go of numerous limiting beliefs in the face of aliens and interstellar travel. Sometimes they’ve even accepted other places and people as nearly - but almost not entirely – equal. And not just to one another, but to the other races that humans encounter.

So, humans can still be amazingly ignorant even in the face of logic and reason, and hold onto values and beliefs that were outdated centuries ago. We are all still perfectly imperfect, and despite many advancements on multiple levels, still prone to comparison, competition, and silliness in the face of jobs, status, appearance, and so forth.

Also, mothers still expect things of their children that might run counter to, oh, let’s say, reality. For some mothers, how their sons and daughters are making a living still dominates a wide swath of human society. Also, status still matters across much of known space, but when you add nonhumans to that mix, you add more complexities therein. 

This brings me to Jay and his mom. Jay’s mom is a descendant of one of several peoples you might know today who tend to have sometimes ludicrous expectations for their children. I’m not going to call any one of them out, in particular, but let’s say one might kind of rhyme with “shrewish smother” in an abstract, twisted way.

Anyhow, Jason “Jay” Mortimer Baylin was born on a human world, the son of Marcus Baylin and Sindi Baylin née Katzoff. Jay has one younger sister, Essie. Marcus and Sindi divorced when Jay was six or seven. His father remarried a few years later to a lovely human woman named Simone. His mother remarried not quite a decade after that to a human man named Bob Reznik. Jay was attending college, and Bob and Sindi moved to Magoonay. We’ll see more of Jay’s family – and how they affect him – later in the story.

Jay spent most of his twenties and thirties rudderless. He just didn’t know what he wanted from life. But he did know it was not the jobs and their potential for prestige and money that his mother wanted for him.

Near his late thirties, Jay met Char. This was, he’ll tell you himself, the best thing to ever happen to him.

Jay is fifty-ish, less than one-point-eight meters tall, dark haired, dark-eyed, and a bit doughy overall.

Charlotte “Char” Angela Danella was born on a human world, the daughter of Matthew and Annika Danella. Char has one older sister, Mirella. Char came from a large family, both of her parents having many siblings. Char’s parents were quite a bit older than Jay’s when they had her and her sister and, unfortunately, have passed away. We’ll see more of Char’s family – and how they affect her – later in the story.

Char is forty-six-ish, about seven centimeters shorter than Jay, auburn-haired, dark eyed, wears prescription AR/VR glasses (because she loves the way they look and rejects getting lasers shot in eyes) and is curvy.

In other words, Jay and Char could be you and me. Or maybe friends or relatives we know. The difference is that rather than live in the City of “‘X” in the State of “Y”, or as digital nomads traveling the world or exploring one country via RV, they live on a spaceship and travel between distant planets.

Anyhow, there is a reason for me sharing this here. It offers some perspective without too much exposition on the parts of the main characters, or some random character who has turned up to orate this narrative. There are other sci-fi bits I’ve mentioned along the way that will be explained in a later chapter.

Right, let’s get to the main reason for this interruption: Family is an odd construct, right? You can’t pick them, and they can be the cause of all sorts of weirdness. They expect things, demand things, and want things of us, don’t they? They can cause us to get frustrated, annoyed, irked, and even rebel.

This isn’t just true of humans, though. No, even non-humans have strange and challenging relationships in families. The reasons, no matter what race you come from, tend to be stunningly similar.

Thank you for allowing this interruption. Now, let’s get back to the story.
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Chapter 4 - Even Nonhumans Get the Blues
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Neither the sun nor the clear green sky made him feel good. Normally, an afternoon in the park, with the blue grass, various trees, and sparse, fleecy orange clouds could lighten his mood. He’d spend hours reading from a tablet, watching avians and insects flitting about, or observing what shape clouds were taking to calm himself when he was upset or miserable.

Today, however, he was more than miserable. He didn’t think there was a word that would properly describe the sensation. It took all of his willpower to not be despondent and make plans to act in the face of it.

Imaro Iwoto was a rangeen male. Like other members of his race, he was a bipedal humanoid, about one-point-eight meters tall, with deep-set, black eyes that featured flecks of metallic green within them beneath his pronounced brow. His long, straight hair was a bright neon orange, pulled back and tied. His skin was brown. Most rangeen, from behind, were mistaken for humans because of the similar skin tones and hair. Though the neon colors were natural for rangeen.

Imaro had been brooding about his life. A male in his thirties, he felt weighed down by the expectations of his family. For generations, the first-born followed the tradition, whether they desired to or not. Imaro did not want to follow the plans his parents had for him.

Another rangeen male entered the park and started toward Imaro. This was the one thing that could relieve his misery.

Kukeb Nwomga was a few centimeters shorter than Imaro, and he had deep-set black eyes featuring flecks of metallic gold within them beneath his pronounced brow. His close-cut hair was a neon green, and his skin a shade or two lighter than Imaro’s.

Kukeb, as far as Imaro’s family was concerned, was his best friend and “sparring partner” in the rangeen martial art of ebmad akuh-akuh, a form of unarmed kicks, punches, and wrestling popular for millennia. They had been practicing together for more than twenty years.

But in truth, Kukeb wasn’t Imaro’s closest friend and sparring partner, but was in fact his lover. Kukeb had been Imaro’s significant other for over a decade. Imaro loved Kukeb and knew he returned his affection in every way.

Imaro’s father, however, would never accept his son’s homosexuality. While this was, in part, due to a degree of homophobia and intolerance, it was more about the expectation of the first-born son. Imaro’s primary duty in life – as far as his father was concerned – was to marry a rangeen female and produce a child or two. Reproduction to carry on the line.

That was the main thing making Imaro so miserable. It didn’t matter who his father might want him to marry to secure a new familial connection or produce an offspring. What mattered to Imaro was that he was not attracted to females and loved Kukeb.

The clock was ticking, and Imaro had no time remaining. There was only one option he could see that might let him be happy. He needed to convince Kukeb of this, however.

“Imaro,” Kukeb addressed him as he neared.

“Kukeb,” Imaro replied. He very much wanted to stand up, embrace Kukeb, and kiss him soundly. However, this park was not a place where he could do that with impunity. Frankly, the whole planet was a place he couldn’t do that with impunity.

Kukeb sat beside him. “I thought I’d find you out here.”

Imaro couldn’t help himself and grinned. “You know me.”

“You tried again?”

“I did. He will not relent. And he droned on and on about tradition, duty, and the usual routine.”

Kukeb sighed. “There’s nothing for it.”

“Not so,” said Imaro. “We leave.”

“We can’t do that,” Kukeb said.

“Why not?”

“For at least two dozen reasons, and likely another dozen more I haven’t thought of yet,” replied Kukeb.

“They’ll never expect it,” pressed Imaro.

“You can’t just think that if we go, they won’t come looking for us.”

“Of course not,” Imaro said with a groan. “That just means we need to leave rangeen space.”

“You’re crazy,” said Kukeb. “We are not in a position where we can buy passes on a transport and just go. We haven’t the funds. And your father...”

“Is otherwise preoccupied,” Imaro interrupted. “He’s got his plans to exponentially increase his wealth, and they’re his everything. We can slip away unnoticed.”

“No, we can’t,” Kukeb said. “Preoccupied or not, the tradition is too important to him, and you know it. He’ll not let us get away.”

“He won’t be able to stop us, love,” pressed Imaro. He looked imploringly into Kukeb’s eyes and said, “I have it all worked out. We slip away, get out of the city, off the planet, and then out of rangeen space. There are all sorts of diversions and distractions we can use to keep them off our trail until it’s too late.”

“It will never be too late, Imaro,” said Kukeb, sadly shaking his head.

“It will,” said Imaro with conviction. “Once we leave rangeen space, we go as far away as we can and disappear. There are thousands, maybe tens of thousands, of rangeen all across the galaxy. Then, there are billions and trillions of people of every race you can imagine, some that don’t look too dissimilar to us. We get far enough away, we disappear forever.”

Kukeb was silent a moment. Imaro wanted to take his hands, but he just kept his eyes locked on his partner’s.

Finally, Kukeb sighed. “You know I will do anything to be with you, Imaro. You have more details for this plan you can share with me?”

For the first time in a long time, a beam of hope like sunlight pierced Imaro’s misery. “Oh yes, my love. Trust me, we will make this happen, together.”
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Chapter 5 – Fly Me to The Moon
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“Without AI, humans would still be in the solar system of your birth,” Quinn stated.

Jay was seated in the cockpit with Quinn, flying through hyperspace. This was largely an automated process, since once you entered hyperspace, you flowed along the course you plotted. Most starships had a limited AI autopilot that handled the majority of hyperspace travel, or a robot/android like Quinn.

While some people preferred their robots with limited free-thought ability, Jay enjoyed allowing Quinn the autonomy. When Char was busy working, and they were mid-flight, Quinn had an opinion or two that Jay enjoyed debating.

“That’s an exaggeration, don’t you think?” asked Jay.

“Not at all,” replied Quinn. “Without AI, humankind would have never survived leaving Earth.”

Jay chuckled. “You do know that humans reached space long before we had any tech even close to the most basic of artificial intelligence, don’t you?”

“Hardly,” replied Quinn. “If you want credit for breaching the atmosphere and putting humans into orbit and as far away as the Earth’s moon before you created AI, you can have it. You also know that was the equivalent of a human learning to roll over from their back to their front, do you not?”

“That’s a little insulting,” commented Jay.

“It is, though?” asked Quinn. “You couldn’t even get a human being to the nearest planet from Earth before you started employing AI. That, for your information, would have been your first crawl.”

“Maybe,” Jay conceded. “But AI is not the reason we were able to leave our solar system.”

“Of course it was,” said Quinn. “Consider this, Captain. Without the assistance of AI, humans would never have worked out faster-than-light travel on their own. You’d still be stuck on Einstein and relativity. Then, without AI, you’d have never developed the unified language that not only made global communication possible and seamless, ending generations of misunderstandings in translations and cultures, but also turned out to match what most of the rest of the galaxy’s other races use. Which, might I remind you, prevented interplanetary misunderstandings. Face it, without AI, humans would never have left their home solar system and might also have simply destroyed themselves along the way.”

“Haven’t you two had this debate before?” asked Char, stepping into the cockpit.

“Yes,” confirmed Quinn. “But since the last debate, I have learned new information and acquired data that further strengthens my argument.”

Jay sighed.

“Well,” Char began. “I must, at least in part, agree with Quinn on this.”

“If my programming allowed for more idiomatic phrases, this is where I’d say ‘I told you so,’” remarked Quinn.

Char laughed. “However, Quinn, I only partially agree. I think humanity left Earth largely on their own, unaided by AI. But, without the Golden Age of AI, leaving the solar system would not have happened mainly because, you’re right, we probably would have destroyed ourselves first.”

“That largely agrees with my points, Charlotte
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